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Warren Roberts 
I n  t h e  amount of time t h a t  i s  ava i l ab le  t o  us t h i s  morning, I can ' t  hope 
t o  d e a l  wi th  any sub jec t  i n  any g r e a t  d e t a i l .  announced t o p i c  i s  
 unction i n  Folk Archi tec ture ,"  and I want t o  preface my remarks on f o l k  
a r c h i t e c t u r e  wi th  a  few genera l i za t i cns  concerning funct ion  i n  f o l k l i f e  
s tud ies .  I ' m  a f r a i d  t h a t  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  has been paid t o  
func t iona l  considerat ion by f o l k l o r i s t s  and f o l k l i f e  researchers  i n  t h i s  
country desp i t e  the  example given us by anthropologis ts  and o thers .  
There a r e  probably a number of reasons why t h i ~  i s  so. Col lec tors  i n  the  
p a s t ,  f o r  example, have tended t o  concentrate on a  s i n g l e  genre and have 
made no attempt t o  r e l a t e  t h e i r  c o l l e c t i o n s  t o  o ther  aspects  of the  cul-  
t u r e .  I n  z l a r g e  number of ins tances ,  too ,  f o l k l o r i s t s  have found t h a t  
t h e  items they a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a r e  no longer functioning i n  a  t o t a l  
context.  That i s ,  they have encouraged informants t o  dredge up from t h e i r  
memories i tems which they no longer use. An informant may, f o r  example, 
descr ibe  a  custom which has died out  and the  c o l l e c t o r  has no opportunity 
t o  observe i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with o the r  aspects  of the  cu l tu re .  I would 
suggest ,  however, t h a t  p a r t l y  a s  an end i n  i t s e l f ,  p a r t l y  a s  a  b a s i s  f o r  
f u r t h e r  research ,  more a t t e n t i o n  should be devoted t o  funct ion  i n  fo lk-  
l i f e  s tud ies .  
H i s t o r i c a l  reconst ruct ion  and d i f fuoion s t u d i e s ,  which have occupied most 
researchers  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  a r e  of g r e a t  s ign i f i cance ,  but  they need t o  be 
supplemented wi th  func t iona l  s tud ies .  In examining an a r t i f a c t ,  f o r  ex- 
ample, one needs t o  know how old it i s  and whether i t ' s  found over a wide 
a r e a  o r  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  a  small  one. But one should a l s o  know, among other  
th ings ,  how i t  was used, how it was made, and why it was made of c e r t a i n  
mater ia ls  i f  one i s  t o  understand i t s  t r u e  s ign i f i cance .  It seems t o  me, 
too ,  t h a t  func t iona l  cons idera t ions  a r e  r e l evan t  not only t o  t h e  study 
of f o l k l i f e ,  bu t  these  same func t iona l  considerat ions can he lp  i n  under- 
s tanding a number of problems i n  contemporary urban American socie ty .  I n  
keeping wi th  the  theme of our conference, "Applied ~ o l k l o r e , "  I would 
l i k e  t o  suggest t h a t  func t iona l  cons idera t ions  a r e  far more re l evan t  i n  
t h i s  a r e a  than a r e  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s  and d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  s tud ies .  If w e  
can see  how a  t r a d i t i o n a l  item, be it of ma te r i a l  o r  non-material cul-  
t u r e ,  a c t u a l l y  works i n  context  and how it i s  r e l a t e d  t o  the  cu l tu re  a s  
a whole, we can probably f ind  p r a c t i c a l  app l i ca t ions  f o r  t h i s  knowledge. 
It seems t h a t  some at tempts t o  make p r a c t i c a l  app l i ca t ions  of f o l k l o r e  
i n  t h e  p a s t  have been l e s s  than successful  because many func t iona l  con- 
s i d e r a t i o n s  were ignored. I th ink  of at tempts t o  introduce c r a f t s  pro- 
grams which have been unsuccessful  because t h e  d i r e c t o r s  of the  programs 
have ignored the  ways i n  which the  c lose  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  c r a f t s -  
man and h i s  customer i n  t h e  p a s t  influenced the  craftsman's  designs,  h i s  
choice  of ma te r i a l s ,  and h i s  a t t i t u d e  towards h i s  work. 
One a r e a  of f o l k l i f e  research  where the re  i s  a  g r e a t  opportunity f o r  
func t iona l  s t u d i e s  i s  f o l k  a r c h i t e c t u r e .  Indeed, one of the  outstanding 
f e a t u r e s  of f o l k  a r c h i t e c t u r e  which helps t o  s e t  it a p a r t  from f i n e  archi -  
t e c t u r e  o r  academic a r c h i t e c t u r e  i s  i t s  func t iona l  q u a l i t y .  Not only 
does t h e  funct ion  of a bui ld ing d i c t a t e  i t s  s i z e ,  i t s  shape, i t s  l o c a t i o n ,  
and the  number, s i z e  and nature  of the  openings i n  it, bu t  the  ways i n  
which it i s  b u i l t  and the  mater ia ls  used i n  it a r e  determined by a  number 
of func t iona l  cons idera t ions  such a s  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of mater ia ls ,  durabi- 
l i t y  of ma te r i a l s ,  ease with which mater ia ls  can be worked, and s o  on. 
On the  other hand, i n  f i ne  archi tecture ,  the  appearance of the  building,  
t he  e f fec t  the  building w i l l  have on the  beholder of ten seems t o  have 
been of g rea te r  importance thazl the  use t o  which the  building would be 
put. How e l s e  would we explain a ra i l road  terminal b u i l t  t o  resemble a 
Roman temple o r  a Gothic cathedral ,  a building with vast  areas  of use- 
l e s s  space, and a building which was impossible t o  keep clean and soon 
became coated with soot and pigeon droppings. Or consider mansions 
b u i l t  i n  the  second half  of the  nineteenth century with towers sprouting 
from the  roof,  and buildings covered with ornate gingerbread trappings 
which were e a s i l y  broken and hard t o  paint  and keep clean. Surely the  
a r ch i t ec t s  i n  these instances emphasized appearance ~&-t;her than prac- 
t i c a l  function. 
Twentieth century a r ch i t ec t s ,  too, have of ten ignored p r ac t i c a l  func- 
t i o n a l  considerations. The National Trust f o r  His tor ic  Preservation re-  
cent ly  acquired and moved a house i n  northern Virginia which had been 
designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. Wright had emphasized the horizontal  
elements i n  the  house design t o  the  point of i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  a l l  the  wood 
screws exposed i n  the  house should have the  s l o t  i n  the head per fec t ly  
horizontal .  When the  house was moved, though, it was found t h a t  it was 
f u l l  of termites  and large  amounts ofinfested material  have had t o  be re- 
placed with new material.  Here's an obvious case where no d e t a i l  a f fec t -  
ing the appearance of the  house was too small t o  escape %he a r c h i t e c t ' s  
not ice ,  but  he overlooked an important p r ac t i c a l  and functional  d e t a i l  -- 
termite-proofing. 
To re tu rn  t o  the question of studying function i n  fo lk  archi tecture ,  l e t  
, 
me fur ther  note t h a t  there a r e  s t i l l  extant  many examples of f o lk  archi-  
t ec tu re .  Indeed, f o lk  a rch i tec tu re  i s  s t i l l  being b u i l t  today. There 
a r e  many knowledgeable people s t i l l  l i v ing  who can t e l l  the  student how 
a building was used and why it was b u i l t  a s  it  was. A s  an example, l e t  
me mention a personal experience. 
For some time, I was aware t h a t  many t r a d i t i o n a l  houses had windows and 
doors on the  f ron t  and back but none i n  the  gable ends. I was unable t o  
understand the reason why t h i s  i s  so. Finally,  though, it s t ruck me t h a t  
where I had seen delapidated houses with windows i n  the  gable ends, the  
wall beneath these  windows was usually badly ro t ted  from r a i n  water which 
had run down the w a l l  and leaked i n  around the  window. On the  back and 
f ron t  s ides  of a house, though, the overhanging eaves keep a great  deal  
of water from running down the  walls. I now f e e l  t h a t  t h i s  i s  primarily 
the  reason why gable end walls  usually do not have windows i n  them. 
Let me deal  now with a few concrete examples of d i f f e r en t  aspects of 
function i n  fo lk  archi tecture .  the  concerns changes i n  function and t h e i r  
e f f ec t s  on buildings. Large barns with rectangular f l oo r  plans a r e  a 
ccmmon feature  of the r u r a l  landscape i n  many pa r t s  of t h i s  country. 
Their main function i s  very apparent. Animals a re  stabled on the ground 
f l oo r ,  and vast quan t i t i es  of bulk hay a r e  stored i n  the  hayloft  above 
t o  be fed t o  the  animals during the  winter. I n  many p a r t s  of southern 
Indiana changes i n  ag r i cu l t u r a l  pat terns  have taken place which have 
rendered these barns obsolete, as many farmers have to ld  me. One of the  
e a r l i e s t  changes was the  introduction of hay ba le r s  which grea t ly  reduc- 
ed the bulk of t he  hay and made the  huge hayloft  unnecessary. A compli- 
cated s e r i e s  of developments led  t o  abandoning da i ry  cows and concentrat- 
ing on beef c a t t l e .  Because southern Indiana i s  h i l l y ,  arable f i e l d s  
a r e  often small, of i r r egu l a r  shape, and separated from one another by 
ridges,  patches of t r e e s ,  and creeks. Hence, l a rge  scale  mechmized farm- 
ing with huge t r ac to r s  and combines i s  impractical  i n  t h i s  area.  Farms 
tend t o  be small, and the  farm owner of ten works a t  a fu l l t ime  job i n  
some factory so  t h a t  he has only evenings and weekends t o  devote t o  t he  
farm. Most farm produce cannot be ra ised i n  any quant i ty  under such c i r -  
cumstances but  beef c a t t l e  can be. Fsrmers t e l l  me t h a t  while da i ry  
c a t t l e  need she l t e r  i n  a barn during the  winters, beef c a t t l e  do not. 
They a r e  l e f t  out i n  the  f i e l d  year 'round and bales  of hay a r e  hauled t o  
them from stacks b u i l t  on the  ground and covered with p l a s t i c .  I asked 
one young farmer i f  beef c a t t l e  wouldn't be b e t t e r  off  i n  the  barn dur- 
ing par4iicularly cold weather, and it does ge t  cold on occasion i n  south- 
ern  Indiana. He said  they would be, but sa id  t ha t  i f  c a t t l e  were kept i n  
the  bar? manure would accumulate which he would then have t o  pay t o  have 
hauled off  t o  a dump. Perhaps no c lea re r  example of changing agr icu l tu r -  
a l  patterris and a t t i t u d e s  can be given than t h i s .  The b ig  barns, there- 
f o r e ,  a r e  not used. They're not wel l  adapted t o  s to r ing  equipment. 
Therefore, they a r e  not maintained and many a r e  disappearing rapidly.  
Most of those t h a t  remain i n  southern Indiana must be considered as func- 
t ion less  r e l i c s ,  not long f o r  the  scene. 
Another aspect of function i n  archi tecture  concerns the  connections be- 
tween building pa t te rns  and ways of l i f e .  For some reascm I ' ve  been re-  
cent ly  noticing a c l ea r  pa t te rn  concerning the  l a rge  f ron t  porches on 
houses. I ' v e  not worked on t h i s  pa t te rn  i n  d e t a i l ,  but it seems t o  me 
t h a t  most houses b u i l t  i n  towns, between about 1875 and say 1925, had 
l a rge  f ron t  porches -- porches l a rge  enough so t ha t  t he  family could s i t  
on t he  f ron t  porch i n  the  evening i n  pleasant weather. Moreover, f ron t  
porches were of ten added t o  older houses during t h i s  period. Special 
kinds of f u r n i t w e  were made during t h i s  period, too. A fu rn i tu re  fac- 
t o ry  i n  Martinsvil le,  Indiana -- Old Hickory Furniture -- i s  about 20 
miles north of Bloomington. The factory special ized i n  f ron t  porch fur- 
n i tu re .  It was common f o r  famil ies  t o  s i t  on the  f ron t  porch and v i s i t  
with neighbors and passersby. Since World War 11, however, the  pa t te rn  
has changed. A quick dr ive  through r e s iden t i a l  d i s t r i c t s  which have 
sprung up i n  r i c en t  years w i l l  confirm the  f a c t  t ha t  most modern r e s i -  
dences do not have la rge  f ron t  porches. Instead, the  pa t i o  a t  t he  r ea r  
of the  house i s  more common. I can only suggest a few reasons f o r  t h i s  
change. I suspect when the  automobile was frequently used t h a t  it be- 
came l e s s  pleasant t o  s i t  out on the  f ron t  porches because of fumes and 
dust  and the  impract ical i ty  of t a lk ing  t o  a person who drove by i n  an 
automobile. Another f ac to r  would be the  prevalence of radios f i r s t ,  
and now te lev i s ion  s e t s .  I suppose mzny famil ies  would ra ther  s i t  in- 
s ide  and watch te lev i s ion  than s i t  outside on a f ron t  porch. I n  a 
broader way, though, it seems t c  me t h a t  contemporary families a r e  more 
concerned with privacy than with being neighborly. Hence t he  f ron t  
porch i s  no longer b u i l t ,  though of course, many s t i l l  e x i s t  from ear- 
l i e r  decades. 
One f i n a l  funct ional  pa t te rn  may be discerned i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  building 
pract ices ,  p rac t ices  which most modern bui lders  ignore. Examples can 
be drawn from New Harmony, Indiana where a re l ig ious  group with c lose  
t i e s  with the  Pi t tsbur&area founded a town i n  the  ea r ly  nineteenth 
century. The houses which they b u i l t  there  a r e  a combination, it seems 
t o  me, of German and Anglo-American fo lk  archi tecture  i n  fo lk  build- 
ing pat tern ,  f o lk  building techniques. Fortunately f o r  the  student of 
function i n  fo lk  archi tecture ,  a wri ter  has l ived  i n  New Harmony f o r  many 
years. His name i s  Don Blair ,  and while he doesn't consider himself a 
student of folk  archi tecture ,  he nonetheless i s  a close student of the  
buildings i n  N m  Harmony, and since he l ived there over a period of many 
years, he 's  been able t o  observe these houses over a long period of time. 
He's been able  t o  see some of them torn down and re-erected, t o  see some 
of them moved, and s o  on, and a s  a r e su l t  has gained a number of ins igh ts  
i n t o  the prac t ica l  reasons why the  houses were designed and b u i l t  i n  the 
way they were. He mentions some of the advantages of these houses. He 
says,  ere were b u i l t  l ivab le  houses, economical t o  maintain, wel l  insu- 
l a ted ,  cen t ra l ly  heated, functional and pleasing i n  design, and f i r e  re- 
s i s t a n t ,  weather and storm-proof, termite-proof, and with many other ad- 
vantages. I'll c i t e  only three  of the  points which he discussed. The 
frames of these houses were so  well  designed tha t ,  he says, it has been 
possible fo r  sose of the  houses t o  have been moved a s  many a s  four times 
without any damage t o  them. These moves have been made without benef i t  
of modern house-moving equipment. In  some Anstances the houses were 
moved on rough, uneven r o l l e r s  shaped from logs. A s  a ru le ,  timbers 
were l a i d  on the  ground t o  make a rude t rack  and t o  prevent the  r o l l e r s  
from s e t t l i n g  i n t o  the ground. The power for  pul l ing the house forward 
would be supplied by a stump pul le r  which would be anchored t o  t r e e s  
along the route the  house was taken. A house's a b i l i t y  t o  withstand 
such treatment very eloquently a t t e s t s  t o  the  effectiver.css of i t s  plann- 
ing and subsequent execution, he says. A second point  concerns the  
plas ter ing of t h e  houses. Bla i r  says many of the  houses have never been 
replastered,  and the  walls  a r e  i n  good condition and the bond between the  
bricks and the  p l a s t e r  i s  s t i l l  sol id .  Because of t h e i r  choice of mater- 
i a l s  and t h e i r  use of ce r ta in  sound pr inciples  of design, even the  la rge  
areas  of the  l i v i n g  room ce i l ings  a re  s t i l l  smooth and show no tendency 
toward cracking. The f i n a l  point which I s h a l l  mention concerns t he  
ex te r io r  of the houses. Bla i r  says, "Visitors t o  Harmony reported t h a t  
many of the frame houses were not painted, and the  si lver-gray of the  
unpainted wood was outstandj-ng." One of the  houses t h a t  was raaed i n  
1945 , t h a t  i s  130 years a f t e r  it was b u i l t ,  one of these houses had never 
had a coat of paint .  The weather-boarding and the  exposed members of the  
frame were i n  such good condition t h a t  they were used i n  r e b u d i n g  
other houses. The houses were designed so  t h a t  the  r a in  ran off before 
the  boards were water soaked and damaged- Well, it seems t o  me i n  t h i s  
area  t h a t  contemporary bui lders ,  contemporary a rch i tec t s ,  could lea rn  
a great  deal  from studying, observing the  funct ional  p rac t icc l  features  
of fo lk  archi tecture .  Unfortunately, a s  many of us who have l ived  i n  
houses t h a t  have been b u i l t  i n  recent times can t e s t i f y ,  the  builders 
have ignored many of these old t r ad i t i ona l  pract ices ,  and a s  a r e s u l t  
the  houses do not l a s t  anywhere near a s  well  a s  those b u i l t  i n  New Har- 
mony l a s t ed ,  and can ' t  be expecced t o  f a s t  anywhere near t ha t  long. 
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